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The English Character

Vocabulary Tips

reserved adj. BH E 5 M commuter n. i ¥ %
wit n. & compartment n. ¥ & % Jf

breathtaking adj. £ A X &M understatement n. ¥ #i & 5 i B ik

Starting Time Finishing Time

The English, as a race, have the reputation of being very different from all other
nationalities, including their closest neighbors, the French, Belgians and Dutch. It is
claimed that living on an island separated from the rest of Europe has much to do with it.
Whatever the reasons, it may be fairly stated that the Englishman has developed many
attitudes and habits which distinguish him from other nationalities.

Broadly speaking, the Englishman is a quiet, shy, reserved person who is fully
relaxed only among people he knows well. In the presence of strangers or foreigners he
often seems uneasy, even embarrassed. You have only to witness a commuter train any
morning or evening to see the truth of this. Serious-looking businessmen and women sit
reading their newspapers or having a light sleep in a corner; no one speaks. In fact, to do
so would seem most unusual. An English wit, pretending to be giving advice to overseas
visitors, once suggested, “On entering a railway compartment shake hands with all the
passengers.” Needless to say, he was not being serious. There is an unwritten but clearly
understood code of behavior which, if broken, makes the person immediately the object of
suspicion.

In many parts of the world it is quite normal to show frank extremes of enthusiasm,
emotion, passion, etc., often accompanied by appropriate gestures. The Englishman is
somewhat different. Of course, an Englishman feels no less deeply than any other nationality,
but he tends to display his feelings far less. This is reflected in his use of language.
Imagine a man commenting on the great beauty of a young girl. Whereas a man of a more
emotional nature might describe her as “a priceless jewel,” “extremely beautiful” or

“precious,” the Englishman will flatly state “Um, she’s all right.” An Englishman who
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~ has seen a highly successful and enjoyable film recommends it to a friend by commenting:
“It’ s not bad, you know.” Or on seeing a breathtaking landscape he might show his
pleasure by saying: “Nice, yes, very nice.” The overseas visitor must not be disappointed
by this apparent lack of interest and involvement; he must realize that “all right,” “not
bad,” and “nice,” are very often used as superlatives with the sense of “first-class,”
“excellent,” “beautiful.” This special use of language, particularly common in English, is

known as understatement.
(391 words)



Unit 1 1

Comprehension Exercises

For the first seven questions, choose the best answer from the four choices. For the last
three questions, complete the sentences with the information given in the passage.
1. According to the first paragraph, what probably makes the Englishman very different
from people in the rest of Europe?
A. The way they speak.
B. Their customs and culture.
C. living on an island separated from the rest of Europe.
D. Their naturally reserved manner.
2. How does an Englishman feel among people he knows well?
A. Uneasy.
B. Relaxed.
C. Embarrassed.
D. Uncomfortable.
3. What do the English businessmen and women do when they sit in the commuter train?
A. They talk frankly to each other.
B. They shake hands, and then have a light sleep in a corner.
C. They sit reading their newspapers.
D. They talk to each other with appropriate gestures.
4. From the passage we can infer that the Englishman is different from other nationalities
mainly in
A. taste
B. character
C. the principle of behavior
D. all aspects
5. If one doesn’t want to be suspected in public, he had better
A. behave relaxed
B. shake hands with all people he meets
C. talk with others

D. keep quiet
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6. An Englishman’s saying “all right” usually has the sense of

10.

. The understatement in the English language shows that the Englishman -

. The Englishman has developed many attitudes and habits which

. In many places of the world it is very normal to show frank extremes of

A. “not bad”

B. “quite right”

C. “fairly good”

D. “very good”

A. lacks deep feelings

B. tends to display his feelings far less
C. has no passion or emotion

D. is indifferent

him from other nationalities.

; ~_, etc., often accompanied by appropriate gestures.

The visitors from foreign countries must not be disappointed by this apparent lack of inter-

est and
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Passaqge 2 (Time Required:6’ 14" )

I’'m Sorry, | Won’'t Apologize

Vocabulary Tips

managing partner ¥ & |t & given prep. % £ 3

lobby vi. ¥t ;i 170 8@ & 5 resignation n. & M ; { #

grin vi. B g % humiliate vt. 55, T It 5
sue vi. & ;W b R BN furious adj. & B

Starting Tim Finishing Time

Almost daily, news reports include accounts of public figures or heads of companies
being forced to say they’re sorry. In a recent case, Marge Schott, managing partner of the
Cincinnati Reds, at first did not want to apologize for her remark that Hitler “was good at
the beginning but he just went too far.” Under pressure, she finally said that she regretted
her remarks “offended many people.” Predictably and especially given her history with
such comments, many were not satisfied with this response and successfully lobbied for
her resignation.

This particular use of “I’m sorry” sounds familiar. The other day my husband said to
me, “I’m sorry I hurt your feelings.” I knew he was really trying. He has learned, through
our years together, that apologies are important to me. But he was grinning, because he
also knew that “I’ m sorry I hurt your feelings” left open to the possibility indeed,
strongly suggested that he regretted not what he did but my emotional reaction. It
sometimes seems that he thinks the earth will open up and swallow him if he admits fault.

It may appear that insisting someone admit fault is like wanting him to humiliate
himself. But [ don’t see it that way, since it’ s no big deal for me to say I made a mistake
and apologize. The problem is that it becomes a big deal when he won’t.

This turns out to be similar to the Japanese view. Following a car accident, according
to a Times article, the Japanese typically get out of their cars and bow, each claiming
responsibility. In contrast, Americans are instructed by their insurance companies to avoid
admitting fault. When an American living in Japan did just that—even though he knew he
was to blame the Japanese driver “was so angry by the American’s failure to show deep
sorrow that he took the highly unusual step of suing him.”

The Japanese driver and I are not the only ones who are offended when someone

obviously at fault doesn’t just admit it and apologize. A woman who lives in the country
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told me of a similar reaction. One day she gave her husband something to mail when he
went into town. She stressed that it was essential the letter be mailed that day, and he
assured her it would. But the next day, when they left the house together, she found her
unmailed letter in the car. He said, “Oh, I forgot to mail your letter.” She was furious—
not because he had forgotten, but because he didn’t apologize.

(427 words)



Comprehension Exercises

Unit 1

For the first seven questions, choose the best answer from the four choices. For the last

three questions, complete the sentences with the information given in the passage.

l.

N

. It may appear that insisting someone admit fault is like

.According to the author, when one makes a mistake, he should

Why did Marge Schott resign her position?

A. Because no one was satisfied with her remark.
B. Because she offended many people.

C. Because she admitted her fault.

D. Because she did not want to apologize for her remark.

. The author felt her husband regretted

A. not what he did but her emotional response
B. for what he did
C. for not making apologies

D. for not admitting fault

A. hurting his feelings
B. making a big deal
C. wanting him to humiliate himself

D. being swallowed up by the earth

are instructed by their insurance companies to avoid admitting fault.

>

. Public figures or heads of companies

oo}

. Both Americans and Japanese

@)

. Americans

D. Japanese

A.admit it and apologize
B. avoid admitting it
C. explain it away

D. make every effort to save his face

A. They would admit their own faults.

B. They would blame each other.

. According to the passage, what would Japanese drivers usually do after a car accident?
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. My husband also knew that “I'm sorry I hurt your feelings” left open to the

C. They would avoid admitting faults.

D. They would sue each other.

. What was the woman angry about?

A. Her husband’s failure to mail the letter.
B. Her husband’s failure to go into town.
C. Her husband’s failure to apologize.

D. Her husband’s failure to leave the house together with her.

indeed.

. Many people were not satisfied with Marge Schott’s response and successfully

. The Japanese driver and I are not the only ones who ) i when

someone obviously at fault doesn’t just admit it and apologize.
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Japanese and American Workers: Two
Casts of Mind

Vocabulary Tips

novel adj. §i & approach n. i &, & £
incentive n. 8l ; ¥ # appraisal n. ¥ ft ; f fit
forelady n. %t T % bonus n. £%;4#0
enterprise n. ¢ Y ;F ¥ illustrate v. % Bl 35t B

Starting Time Finishing Time

For westerners, it’ s difficult to understand the Japanese commitment to collective
values. Let me illustrate with an anecdote about a new factory in Japan owned and
operated by an American electronics company. The American company, a particularly
creative firm, frequently attracts attention within business community for its novel
approaches to planning, organizational design, and management systems. As a
consequence of this corporate style, the parent company determined to make a thorough
study of Japanese workers and to design a plant that would combine the best of East and
West. In their study they discovered that Japanese firms almost never make use of
individual work incentives, such as piecework or even individual performance appraisal
tied to salary increases. They concluded that rewarding individual achievement and ability
is always a good thing.

In the final assembly area of their new plant, long lines of young Japanese women
wired together electronic products on a piece rate system: the more you wired, the more
you got paid. About two months after opening, the head foreladies approached the plant
manager. “Honorable plant manager,” they said humbly as they bowed, “we are
embarrassed to be so forward, but we must speak to you because all of the girls have
threatened to quit work this Friday.” “Why,” they wanted to know. The foreladies answered:
“Can’ t our plant have the same compensation system as other Japanese companies?
When you hire a new girl, her starting wage should be fixed by her age. Every year on her
birthday, she should receive an automatic increase in pay. The idea that any of us can be

more productive than another must be wrong, because none of us in final assembly could
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make a thing unless all of the other people in the plant had done their jobs right first. To
single one person out as being more productive is wrong and is also personally humiliating
to us.” The company changed its compensation system to the Japanese model.

Another American company in Japan had installed a suggestion system much as we
have in the United States. Individual workers were encouraged to place suggestions to
improve productivity into special boxes. For an accepted idea the individual received a
bonus amounting to some fraction of the productivity savings realized from his or her
suggestion. After a period of six months, not a single suggestion had been submitted. The
American managers were puzzled.

The managers asked why the suggestion system had not been used. The answer: “No
one can come up with a work improvement idea alone. We work together, and any ideas
that one of us may have are actually developed by watching others and talking to others. If
one of us was singled out for being responsible for such an idea, it would embarrass all of
us.” The company changed to a group suggestion system, in which workers collectively
submitted suggestions. Bonuses were paid to groups which would save bonus money until
the end of the year for a party at a restaurant or, if there was enough money, for family
vacations together. The suggestions and productivity improvements rained down on the
plant.

One can interpret these examples in two quite different ways. Perhaps the Japanese
commitment to collective values is an anachronism that does not fit with modern industrialism.
It does not seem to provide the individual incentive to excel. Entirely apart from its
economic effects, collectivism implies a loss of individuality, a loss of the freedom to be
different from others.

The second interpretation of the examples is that the Japanese collectivism is economically
efficient. It causes people to work well together and to encourage one another to better
efforts. Industrial life requires interdependence of one person on another.

In the Japanese mind, collectivism is neither a corporate or individual goal to strive
for nor a slogan to pursue. Rather, the nature of things operates so that nothing of
consequence occurs as a result of individual effort. A Japanese professor of accounting, a
brilliant scholar trained at Carnegie-Mellon University who teaches now in Tokyo,
remarked that the status of accounting systems in Japanese industry is primitive compared
to those in the United States. Though not at all surprised at the difference in accounting
systems, I was not at all sure that the Japanese were primitive. In fact, I thought their
system a good deal more efficient than ours.

Most American companies have basically two accounting systems. One system

summarizes the overall financial state to inform stockholders, bankers, and other outsiders.
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